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9. The Rose Garden Strategy Revisited: 
 How Presidents Use Public Activities 
 
Lori Cox Han 
 
Author’s Note: The late Bill Lammers, Professor of Political Science at the University of 
Southern California, wrote one of the chapters that appeared in The President and the Public 
titled “Presidential Attention-Focusing Activities.”  The chapter examined how presidents use 
public activities during their first three years in office compared to the fourth year—their 
reelection effort.  I was fortunate to study with Bill during my time in graduate school at USC, 
and my dissertation was the last that he chaired prior to his death in 1997.  With the blessing of 
his wife, Mary Lammers, I have updated his research in this chapter and reconsider the “Rose 
Garden strategy” upon which incumbent presidents rely during their reelection efforts. 
 
Many scholars have documented the shift during recent decades to a style of presidential 
leadership that is increasingly based on rhetorical skills and the effective use of public activities.  
Those public efforts have become increasingly important for presidents who have occupied the 
White House during the last 50 years as the expansion of media technology has contributed to 
the expansion of the rhetorical presidency and the need to develop successful communication 
strategies.  As it has evolved with recent administrations, a communication strategy consists of 
various components, including the presidential/press relationship, presidential public activities, 
the presidential policy agenda, and the leadership style of the president.  “To understand how a 
president communicates is to understand an important base of power for the modern 
presidency.”1  A successful communication strategy can determine the relationship that the 
president has with both the press and the public.  As the essential link between the president and 
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the public, the news media has contributed to the expansion of the executive branch as an 
institution; the extent to which the White House handles both press and public relations is 
evident by the number of people now employed in both the press and communication offices.2  
Presidents of the modern era have also utilized public support by increasingly "going public,” a 
style of presidential leadership where the president sells his programs directly to the American 
people.3 
Given all that is now known about how presidents utilize public activities and the strategy 
that is developed within the White House in an attempt to capitalize on the president’s effective 
use of the bully pulpit, an important question still remains as to how presidents rely on public 
aspects of the office during their reelection efforts.  As Lammers wrote in 1982, presidents now 
rely so much on attention-focusing activities that they do not necessarily need to change their 
public strategies during the reelection campaign at the end of the first term.  In general, 
presidents now partake in extensive public-exposure efforts such as public addresses and other 
appearances throughout their first term in office, not just during the reelection campaign, due in 
part to the increased media attention of the presidency over the past 40 years.  Presidents are now 
“motivated by a realization that public exposure can be more helpful to them for reelection when 
it is undertaken in their role as president rather than in the role of a candidate for reelection.”4  
The overall goal of this study was to determine how often, and in which formats, presidents 
choose to go public, and if differences exist in that pattern during their reelection efforts.  This 
chapter also considers the major developments within the public presidency during the twentieth 
century, and how those developments contributed to the patterns in public activities that have 
emerged for Presidents Hoover through Clinton. 
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Presidential Public Activities Throughout the Twentieth Century 
 The start of the rhetorical presidency and the president’s use of the bully pulpit are 
credited to Theodore Roosevelt.  He advanced the president’s role as the national leader of public 
opinion and used his rhetorical skills to increase the power of the presidency through popular 
support.  Roosevelt believed that the president was the steward of the people and that weak 
presidential leadership during the 19th century had left the American system of government open 
to the harmful influence of special interests.  Roosevelt’s use of the presidency as a bully pulpit 
changed American’s view of the office and helped to shift power from the legislative to 
executive branch during the twentieth century.  Later presidents, though not all, would follow 
Roosevelt’s strategy of relying on the bully pulpit to elevate the power of the office as an attempt 
to lead democratically as the spokesperson for the American public.  Use of the bully pulpit has 
become especially important since the start of the television age, where a president’s overall 
success or failure as a leader can be determined by his rhetorical skills and public influence.  
Since the 1950s, three presidents stand out as successful in their use of the bully pulpit—John F. 
Kennedy, Ronald Reagan, and Bill Clinton.  Other presidents during the twentieth century either 
abdicated the bully pulpit or used it ineffectively, which diminished presidential power during 
their terms and curtailed their leadership potential by allowing other political actors to shape the 
public debate.5 
 In Neustadt's classic study of the presidency, presidential power is defined as the power 
to persuade, with successful presidents relying on a leadership style based on bargaining.6  Many 
scholars have since further examined and some have redefined how presidential communication 
and public activities can impact a president’s success with policymaking, relations with Congress 
and other political actors, attempts to control the political agenda, and overall public relations 
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with American citizens.  Presidents now enjoy more power over shaping the national agenda by 
rapidly reaching the American audience through the mass media.7  Presidential rhetoric is a 
means for mobilizing the masses, and is a primary tool used by presidents in their attempts to 
implement policy objectives.  The current political culture now demands the president to be a 
popular leader, with "a duty constantly to defend themselves publicly, to promote policy 
initiatives nationwide, and to inspirit the population."8  The rhetorical presidency is viewed by 
some scholars as a constitutional aberration, a "tool of barter rather than a means of informing or 
challenging a citizenry,"9 while others see the trend as a positive institutional and constitutional 
feature which allows presidents to speak directly to the public.10  Regardless of one’s view of the 
constitutional ramifications of the rhetorical presidency, the modern rhetorical president 
functions as an "interpreter-in-chief" and the "nation's chief storyteller," and the emphasis on 
communication strategies and public activities has led to an emphasis on ceremonial, rather than 
deliberative, speech.11 
Several recent studies have documented how, when, and why presidents participate in 
public activities.  Going public is defined as “a class of activities that presidents engage in as 
they promote themselves and their policies before the American public.”12  Addresses to the 
nation, press conferences, and other public appearances are examples of how a president 
attempts to sell his agenda or other presidential actions to not only the public, but other political 
actors as well.  Certainly, the technological developments of the mass media in recent years have 
allowed presidents to go public more often, and with much greater ease.  However, more recent 
presidents have gone public with much more frequency.13  Other recent presidents, most notably 
Clinton, have also relied on the “perpetual campaign” approach to governing, which results from, 
among other things, the decline of party influence during elections that “personalize[s] the 
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presidency and make[s] imagery one of its cornerstones.”14  Key predictors also exist to 
determine when a president is likely to deliver a national address, as well as when he is not.  
Changes in public attitudes toward the president, as well as a change in national conditions, 
increases the likelihood of a presidential address, whereas worsening economic conditions or 
announcing an increase in military activities decreases the chance of a president addressing the 
nation.15 
 Other studies on presidential public activities have focused on distinct time periods of a 
president’s tenure in office.  Presidential transitions prior to first taking office, a time 
traditionally spent staffing administrations, developing congressional relationships, and building 
coalitions to gain support of a new policy agenda, often finds presidents relying heavily on 
public rhetoric to develop support for their policy agendas and to shape the political context of 
their administration, especially if the incoming president is a member of the opposite party of the 
incumbent he is replacing.16  Presidential inaugurals also provide the president with a critical 
rhetorical moment at the start of his administration,17 and since the first inaugural address by 
George Washington in 1789, most presidents still follow the original script set forth by the first 
president to outline goals and discuss the constitutional duties of the office.18  Presidents have 
also used press conferences as a tool to promote their agendas, although some more frequently 
than others.  However, since these are not controlled events and include other participants, the 
ability to control the agenda is not always predictable.  The president’s opening statement may 
include several minor policy announcements, or may be a reaction to a single event, such as an 
international crisis.19  Since the days of Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman, presidents overall 
have relied less on frequent and regular press conferences due to such factors as an increase in 
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international involvement, presidential personalities, and the advent of televised news 
conferences during the 1960s. 
Presidents are also likely to avoid the press during times of national uncertainty, when 
major policy options are being considered within the White House, or when a situation arises that 
could embarrass the administration.20  A president can also affect the public’s policy agenda 
through public speeches, with a specific policy often rising on the public’s agenda if a president 
gives a high-profile speech on that specific issue.  The public responds to emphasis a president 
gives to a particular policy during multi-policy speeches, especially the State of the Union 
address, and the president’s popularity in public opinion polls seems to not affect his ability to 
place an issue on the public’s agenda.21 
  
Research Questions and Strategies 
In revisiting the questions that emerged in Lammers’ initial study of presidential attention-
focusing activities and the impact on campaign strategies, all remain relevant, particularly during 
the past two decades when two incumbents who were perceived as successful communicators 
won reelection (Reagan and Clinton) and one incumbent not known for his communication skills 
lost his bid for reelection (Bush).  The questions include: 
 Have recent presidents tended to hide in Washington refusing to campaign during the 
reelection year? 
 Are they likely to engage more extensively in White House-based activities in the 
reelection year? 
 Are presidents more apt to use the device of major national addresses and to focus on 
foreign policy matters in the context of their reelection year? 
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 In the years prior to their reelection campaign, are presidents actually traveling more 
extensively, and are they engaging in more extensive White House exposure and routine 
appearances throughout the nation? 
 Has there been a continuing shift in the attention-focusing activity of all presidents, thus 
suggesting a systemic explanation, or are there marked deviations which would indicate 
the importance of individual presidential personalities and perhaps historic events? 
 Insofar as the forces producing change are systemic, are there indications of the relative 
impact of such factors as increases in American international involvement, the growing 
importance of television, improved transportation opportunities, and the increasing range 
of particularistic interest groups in a less party-oriented political system?22 
For presidential scholars, the office of the presidency, as well as the men who have held 
it, seem to provide a never-ending set of research questions regarding the role of executive 
leadership within the American political system.  Specifically, providing a better understanding 
of the nature of the public presidency has been a goal of many scholars during recent years as the 
mass media has played an increasingly influential role in presidential politics.  Also in recent 
years, a robust discussion has emerged among presidency scholars on how to develop a more 
rigorous and systematic approach more befitting the traditions of political science to study both 
the president and the presidency.  Many scholars have maintained an emphasis on presidential 
leadership and its importance in understanding the role of the president in both policy making 
and governing, yet at the same time began to change the direction of research by relying on a 
broader theoretical perspective and including extensive data for comparative analysis.23 
When considering the use of public activities by recent presidents, Lyn Ragsdale’s 
methodological approach to studying the presidency is particularly influential in the development 
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and design of this study.  Ragsdale relies on three dimensions to describe the parameters of the 
presidency as an institution:  organization, behavior, and structure.  She recognizes that 
presidents can make marginal changes to the organization of the presidency, but the office is not 
reinvented with each new occupant in the White House.  Also, presidents tend to behave in 
similar ways, since they are faced with a similar political and institutional environment.  It is 
through rigorous data analysis across several presidencies that explanations can be found to 
define the president’s role within the institution of the presidency; ultimately, “...the institution 
of the presidency shapes presidents as much as presidents, during their short tenures, shape the 
institution.”24 
 In adding to Lammers’ initial data set, the eight most recent presidents to run for 
reelection and the three accidental presidents who sought office in their own right emerge as 
appropriate candidates for analysis.  The eleven presidents included in this study are: Herbert 
Hoover, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Harry S. Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, Lyndon Johnson, Richard 
Nixon, Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and Bill Clinton. 
 The principal data for this analysis have been drawn from the official presidential 
records.  Started in 1957, the Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States series is the 
official annual compilation of presidential papers.  The Public Papers series is considered a 
comprehensive public source of data on the American presidency, and have aided those 
presidency scholars interested in a more institutional approach to studying the office since the 
data available now spans numerous administrations.  This allows researchers to employ a 
comparative methodological approach to understanding the institution of the American 
presidency.  Administrations included in the series of Public Papers include Presidents Hoover, 
Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, Bush, and Clinton.  The 
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papers of President Franklin Roosevelt were published privately prior to the creation of the 
official Public Papers series.  The papers and speeches of the President of the United States that 
were issued by the Office of the Press Secretary during the specified time period are included in 
each volume of the Public Papers.  These include: press releases, presidential proclamations, 
executive orders, addresses, remarks, letters, messages, telegrams, memorandums to federal 
agencies, communications to Congress, bill-signing statements, transcripts from presidential 
press conferences, and communiqués to foreign heads of state.  While some changes have 
occurred in the compilation of presidential documents in these volumes, particularly with 
information about audiences for particular presidential addresses, the level of comparability for 
the more public aspects of presidential appearances through the past seventy years is 
nevertheless quite high.  However, a number of coding steps were undertaken to minimize 
problems of differing thoroughness in the official records due to the lack of complete 
comparability. 
To determine the total number of public activities of each president, as well as the 
different forums used, each public event chronicled in the Public Papers of the President was 
grouped into the following categories:  first, categorized by major addresses or routine addresses, 
then categorized by location of address (White House appearance, Washington area appearance, 
U.S. appearance, and foreign appearance).  Major addresses include state of the union and other 
addresses to a joint session of Congress, addresses to the nation that are broadcast live on 
television, and other major addresses that presidents use to outline policy goals, including 
addresses to business, labor, or other major interest groups.  Each inaugural address and the 
nomination speech at a national convention were also included.  Routine appearances include 
press conferences, radio addresses, addresses that did not include major policy statements (for 
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example, many graduation speeches and some appearances at colleges or universities), signing 
ceremonies, teleconference/roundtable remarks, town meetings, remarks to or exchanges with 
reporters, partisan appearances, and other brief statements.  (Since all presidential interviews are 
not included in the various sets of the Public Papers, these public activities were not included in 
the data for this study).25  
 The advantage of the methodological approach used in this study is that it allows for a 
comparison across a nearly 70-year time span and involves the public activities of eleven 
different presidents.  The data give initial answers to basic questions about institutional change, 
and along with more recent studies on presidential communication strategies, this data can 




 The public-exposure patterns of presidents since the Hoover administration show a 
substantial change in recent decades, but much continuity exists in the patterns as well.  The 
data, as presented in Tables 1 and 2, allow comparisons of yearly totals, first-term totals, and the 
relative distribution of activity within each four-year period. 
 
 








Hoover    
     1929 3 93 96 
     1930 6 114 120 
     1931 5 104 109 
     1932 17 152 169 
Total 31 463 494 
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Roosevelt    
     1933 10 103 113 
     1934 5 116 121 
     1935 2 130 132 
     1936 3 201 204 
Total 20 550 570 
    
Truman    
     1945 8 51 59 
     1946 6 76 82 
     1947 8 63 71 
     1948 7 383 390 
Total 29 573 602 
    
Eisenhower    
    1953 10 85 95 
    1954 10 127 137 
    1955 6 83 89 
    1956 14 81 95 
Total 40 376 416 
    
Johnson    
    1964 17 461 478 
    
Nixon    
     1969 14 250 264 
     1970 11 219 230 
     1971 9 160 169 
     1972 10 146 156 
Total 44 775 819 
    
Ford    
     1975 23 380 403 
     1976 2 691 693 
Total 25 1071 1096 
    
Carter    
     1977 12 312 324 
     1978 7 350 357 
     1979 7 279 286 
     1980 9 448 457 
Total 35 1389 1424 
    
Reagan    
     1981 13 239 252 
     1982 11 369 380 
     1983 9 400 409 
     1984 8 447 455 
Total 41 1455 1496 
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Bush    
     1989 16 413 429 
     1990 7 473 480 
     1991 11 482 493 
     1992 8 562 570 
Total 42 1930 1972 
    
Clinton    
     1993 16 625 641 
     1994 9 634 643 
     1995 8 532 540 
     1996 8 628 636 
Total 41 2419 2460 
    
 
 
As the data suggest, presidential use of major addresses has been remarkably consistent 
throughout the entire time period, and as Lammers pointed out in his original study, the 
preemption of national television for major presidential addresses has been an infrequent 
phenomenon.  When that does occur, foreign policy news has consistently dominated the 
message for all presidents.  The four pre-television age presidents26 reflect consistent use of 
major addresses, and major policy statements and messages to the American public were used 
sparingly.  Even Roosevelt did not go to the well too often with his fireside chats.  Starting with 
Johnson, a trend emerges for presidents to increasingly rely on major addresses as a means of 
communicating their policy goals as television increased its dominance in the political arena.  By 
the 1980s, the number of yearly major addresses shows another consistent increase for Reagan, 
Bush, and Clinton, suggesting that the era of mediated politics had changed presidential 
communication strategies to require each president to go public even more frequently.  It is 
striking, however, that presidents do not rely more heavily on major addresses during their 
reelection efforts, with several giving fewer major addresses during their fourth year in office 
than in their first three. 
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The number of routine presidential addresses has also steadily increased throughout the 
time period, which can be attributed to the influence of television, changes in the political 
environment that have encouraged presidents to go public more often, and individual president’s 
public leadership style.  Presidents also make more routine public appearances during an election 
year while campaigning for themselves or for other members of their party.  As for public 
appearance venues, a steady increase is noticeable for presidents throughout the time period 
studied in all four categories (see Table 2).  White House appearances increase throughout the 
television age as presidents hold more “photo op” events for news coverage in an attempt to 
govern from center stage.  Washington appearances increase during the Eisenhower years, and 
continue to increase steadily thereafter as presidents make more major policy addresses, often to 
major interest groups holding their annual conventions in the nation’s capitol, as part of their 
overall communication strategy.  Appearances throughout the U.S. also steadily increase, and 
most presidents show a dramatic increase in this category as they campaign around the country 
during their fourth year in office.  Foreign policy appearances have also increased as 
transportation became more reliable and efficient throughout the twentieth century. 
 
Table 2: Presidential Venues 
 




U.S. Appearances Foreign 
Appearances 
Hoover     
     1929 83 8 5 0 
     1930 72 43 5 0 
     1931 77 13 17 2 
     1932 47 16 106 0 
Total 279 80 133 2 
     
Roosevelt     
     1933 91 13 8 1 
     1934 81 12 21 7 
     1935 110 7 15 0 
     1936 83 9 106 6 
Total 365 41 150 14 
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Truman     
     1945 44 5 9 1 
     1946 72 3 7 0 
     1947 54 5 7 5 
     1948 34 11 342 3 
Total 204 24 365 9 
     
Eisenhower     
    1953 42 24 28 1 
    1954 67 32 38 0 
    1955 41 17 25 6 
    1956 40 20 33 2 
Total 190 93 124 9 
     
Johnson     
    1964 272 27 177 2 
     
Nixon     
     1969 126 40 42 56 
     1970 95 13 94 28 
     1971 67 28 71 5 
     1972 56 23 55 22 
Total 344 109 262 107 
     
Ford     
     1975 164 60 133 46 
     1976 206 49 436 2 
Total 370 109 569 48 
     
Carter     
     1977 212 38 55 19 
     1978 171 31 104 51 
     1979 149 29 76 32 
     1980 195 47 198 17 
Total 727 145 433 119 
     
Reagan     
     1981 163 40 41 8 
     1982 206 42 95 37 
     1983 234 72 88 15 
     1984 205 65 156 29 
Total 808 219 380 89 
     
Bush     
     1989 201 59 112 57 
     1990 226 43 162 49 
     1991 266 55 127 45 
     1992 171 48 320 31 
Total 864 205 721 182 
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Clinton     
     1993 402 72 141 26 
     1994 299 68 183 93 
     1995 258 79 152 51 
     1996 226 58 298 54 
Total 1185 277 774 224 
     
 
Implications 
When assessing how often, and in which forums, each president engaged in public 
activities, several patterns emerge.  The increase in presidential activities over the years can be 
attributed to not only the historical context of the role and capability of the news media during 
each administration, but the president’s public style as well.  Since many presidential activities 
are now planned for optimum coverage on television, the White House relies more heavily, as 
especially witnessed during the Reagan and Clinton administrations, on using photo 
opportunities to achieve their few seconds of airtime on network newscasts.  The increase in 
short presidential events and appearances, rather than a greater emphasis on major addresses, 
clearly reflects presidential concern with maximum footage on the evening news.  Receptions for 
foreign guests, clips of foreign travel, and visits to disaster areas, for example, are likely targets 
for television coverage. 
 The institutional nature of the presidency, and the role that the press plays within it, can 
limit a president’s options in the development and implementation of strategies, but attempts to 
influence the public’s perception of the president are not always futile.  Most presidents in recent 
years have attempted to improve upon their early mistakes while in office, especially when 
dealing with the press and other public activities, and most also experience somewhat of a 
learning curve as they become accustomed to the responsibilities of the office.  But the 
uniqueness of each president’s leadership style cannot be completely ignored, since every 
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president leaves his mark, in one way or another, on the oval office, especially where 
communication strategies are concerned.  As a result, each administration, at least in recent 
years, has served in developing an institutional learning curve on press and public relations for 
future presidents to follow.  Presidents also learn important lessons from their successors in 
office about the use of public activities, and as this study shows, a general increase in public 
activities exists for presidents during the television age. 
 Television coverage during a presidential campaign is crucial for candidates to reach 
millions of viewers, so it is not surprising to see presidential public-exposure activities increase 
during their reelection efforts.  How individual presidents chose to rely on public activities as 
part of their reelection campaigns differ based on public leadership styles as well as how 
intensely a president may have feared defeat.  However, one important trend has emerged that 
not only dictates presidential reelection behavior but governing as well—the perpetual campaign.  
No longer do presidents shift their public strategies during their fourth year in office to match 
that of their opponent, as presidents since the Ford and Carter years have increased their public 
efforts throughout their first terms, with an even greater increase in public activities as traditional 
campaign activities begin.  Presidents have become so dependent on public activities as a day-to-
day strategy in communicating with the American public through the news media that, as 
witnessed during the Clinton years, it is often difficult to tell when a president is governing or 
campaigning. 
 As Lammers concluded in 1982, three important factors have contributed to the influence 
of presidential exposure patterns.  The most important of the three is obviously television, 
followed by air travel, and the rise of particularistic interest groups.  Foreign policy matters have 
only minimally altered public exposure activities, and presidents simply alter their existing 
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public strategies to include campaign events during their reelection efforts.  Presidents now go 
public more than ever before, in part because there are more outlets for presidential 
communication than ever before.  The definition of what constitutes a major presidential address 
has also changed throughout the twentieth century.  All presidents continue to address a joint 
session of Congress for annual State of the Union messages or when other events necessitate 
such an address.  Presidents also continue to address the nation from the Oval Office or perhaps 
other settings within the White House for issues of national importance.  But other public 
venues, such as national conventions for interest groups or other organizations, have become 
increasingly popular venues for presidents to deliver major addresses.  Over the years, presidents 
have attended even more national conventions, both in and out of Washington, and participate in 
more speaking engagements for the purpose of delivering a major address or even for just brief 
remarks.  This allows them to stay on center stage and maintain a dominant presence on 
television news broadcasts and the front page of the nation’s leading newspapers. 
 To restate Lammers’ conclusions, “presidential linkages with the electorate have 
undergone a basic transformation.”  Presidents do not hide from the public during their first years 
in the White House, waiting to reemerge as a candidate for reelection.  The good news for voters 
is that presidents are extremely visible during an election and since most do not rely extensively 
on foreign appearances, then one is to assume that a discussion of a broad range of issues is 
being presented to the American public.  The bad news, however, is that presidents may be 
speaking more often to fragmented populations through interest group appearances and not 
national audiences.  Also, more may not necessarily mean better in terms of substance of 
messages from the president, and certainly how those messages are portrayed to the American 
public through the news media.   
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totals for these two categories when comparing the two data sets. 
26 Eisenhower is included in this category, along with Hoover, Roosevelt, and Truman.  While 
television was gaining prominence throughout the 1950s, it was Kennedy, not Eisenhower, who 
first used television extensively as a means to communicate with the American public. 
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